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1. Executive Overview
Abigroup appreciates the opportunity to make this submission on digital economy future directions that we consider of national interest. We believe that it is a fundamental driver of national broadband policy as it provides the framework for economic growth and is reliant upon economies of scale that an independent wholesale national broadband network will provide.
Abigroup Limited is a major Australian engineering and building construction group. We have earned our reputation as a leading multi-service construction company through our commitment to delivering quality products, our years of experience and our committed team who are industry leaders.

Abigroup is strongly committed to delivering continued excellence through all areas of our business. The broad services offered across our core engineering and building areas not only ensures clients receive the full benefit of our design, construction and management expertise, but also secures revenue streams to provide for future growth, investment and continued stability.

Abigroup Telecommunications is a specialist communications infrastructure business that utilises Abigroup Limited’s inherent construction expertise to design build, and where appropriate own and operate both wire-line and wireless network infrastructure on behalf of our clients.
We work closely with our customers around the world to ensure that the benefits of our construction expertise will deliver better commercial and community outcomes. Abigroup invests significantly in the digital economy with a particular focus on mobility, education and healthcare infrastructure.
The responses contained in this submission are, as to be expected, based upon the perspective of a global construction company with a long history of working with both Federal and State Government on major community infrastructure projects including road, schools and hospitals. We view broadband infrastructure and digital economy services as a natural extension of these proven models. Accordingly, our responses are very much influenced by our real-life experiences.

We would be pleased to expand on the issues raised in this submission if appropriate but for the purposes of this submission we have endeavoured to identify what we believe are the key issues that should be considered if the nation is to achieve optimal economic and social benefit that ensue from a clear and consistent digital economy policy as well as providing responses to specific issues raised in the consultation paper.

We commend the Government in opening the debate to key stakeholders in the national digital economy and would welcome the opportunity to provide our expertise if and when appropriate.

2. Specific Responses To Consultation Topics
This section provides Abigroup Limited’s specific responses to the topics raised in the consultation paper.
2.1. Open Access To Public Sector Information
In a global economy it is critical that local service developers
 (SD’s), wherever possible, are given advantageous assistance to ensure the development of a healthy and sustainable ecosystem capable of competing in an open marketplace.

Clearly, Public Sector content and services such as spatial information can be a great innovation driver if made available to SD’s in a transparent and consistent fashion. Likewise, the development of effective e-government services by local service providers
 (SP’s) can drive technical and commercial innovation that in turn drives export opportunities.
It would seem that a priority issue to ensure that PSI becomes an effective driver is to ensure that a common standards-based framework is adopted for all Federal and State PSI projects and that preferential treatment be provided to local SD’s and SP’s.

To promote an effective digital economy PSI should not be viewed as a revenue generator but as digital content that if utilised effectively will drive economic growth through innovative DE services. The integrity of the content does need to be protected but not necessarily be fee generating.

There is a case to distinguish between commercial and non-commercial usage but moderated by earlier comments.
2.2. Digital Confidence
The issues of privacy and privacy in a digital world are in effect no different to those in an analogue world but they cross traditional analogue borders much more quickly.
In many cases it should be easier to track digital infringements than analogue infringements as digital trails can often be policed more readily. A national digital identification/authentication model potentially tied to debit/credit cards could go a long way to addressing some of these issues.
Policies regarding analogue and digital security should be the same. Enforcing additional burdens on the digital economy such as content filtering effectively hinder its growth whilst placating only a limited number of special interest groups.

Consumers have for many years “trusted” their credit and debit cards operated by their chosen financial institutions. These cards are in effect a personal digital certificate that the consumer, the vendor and the banks utilise to conduct secure trusted financial transactions between the three trading parties. To achieve this highly efficient and effective “digital economy” all participating banks, initially Bankcard and subsequently the likes of Visa and MasterCard have implemented “open” trading frameworks which they transparently interoperate at very low unit cost.
There is a good case to suggest that a standards-based digital economy service framework including identification, authentication and payment be a national standard digital economy operating service providing a broad-based transactional environment for a wide range of digital economy services including interoperable support for Government-Business-Consumer transactions.

Left to self-interested parties this “open” framework is unlikely to emerge in the foreseeable future. It only evolved in banking due to a shared interest in driving down the cost of more traditional voucher-based transactional processing. Since the inception of e-banking the volume of trusted transactions undertaken across the nation has increased exponentially proving both its value and its worth. We can now learn from this twenty year evolution and apply it to far wider range of digital economy services but for this to occur it will be necessary for government to take a lead.
2.3. Developing Australia’s Knowledge And Skills Base
Australia’s digital developers, epitomised by the gaming industry and now the mobile application industry, have an inherent ability to adapt to emerging digital opportunities and take advantage of them.
It would seem that the challenge is finding appropriate investment to guarantee the development of valuable intellectual property else we run the risk of becoming purely a development factory for off-shore intellectual property a challenge  which our indigenous film and games industries are now confronting. This dilemma is further aggravated by a dearth of trained talent capable of fuelling a digital artistic renaissance.

Innovative initiatives such as “Mobile Monday”, 60Sox and other fledgling creative industry programs are starting to address this situation but a far more strategic national policy is required rather than a few visionaries working pro-bono to facilitate such activities. Many traditional programs are too complex and time consuming for many small creative industry companies to engage with effectively.
Early research is showing that our education system is not producing sufficient volumes of quality designers and engineers to support this burgeoning need. Traditional schooling methods still focussed on the three “R’s” inevitably miss some budding talent that cannot be identified as they do not have ready access to the raw materials of any digital economy: computers, broadband and mentors. This is an example of the Digital Divide at work.
If applied effectively the NBN along with the democratic digitisation of our public education system could go a long way to resolving this divide and in turn the creative industries skills shortage.

The Victorian Education Department is currently doing some excellent work in Broadmeadows and has commissioned some research in to the social and economic implications of broad community digital learning that is worthy of further study. Bricks and mortar are certainly part of the solution but planning in conjunction with digital connectivity is paramount.

2.4. Ensuring Australia’s Regulatory Framework Enables The Digital Economy
Regulation is core to the entire debate.  In our view the rules are rapidly changing. In the past the medium for distribution of any content was highly controlled by a few as with books, newspapers, film, radio and television. Over the years economic models developed around protecting these interests and their assets. The emergence of disruptive media technologies such as blogs, podcasts and other more community based mediums has already started to challenge these former pseudo monopolies where cost of entry was so high that competition was limited.
Furthermore, “free” information now abounds and those old media models are threatened, evidenced by the current share price of some of these former bastions of media.  Most have failed to embrace the digital economy and are paying the price. This behaviour is not dissimilar to that exhibited by Kodak with the onset of disruptive digital camera technologies.
Accordingly, for on-going digital economy innovation to occur we suggest that regulation governing this field is continuously adapted to rapidly changing market conditions else potential new digital economy sectors may be throttled before they can prosper.
2.5. Digital Economy And The Environment
As ever increasing pressure is applied to the nation’s finite resources, long term sustainability is crucial to the national interest. Most pundits agree that an effective broadband infrastructure allied with key digital economy services can and will allow better utilisation of these finite resources. There are many reports on methods by which effective broadband could reduce greenhouse gases and enhance power generation and utilisation but one that is certainly highly relevant in Australia today is smart metering as discussed in the consultation paper.
Abigroup is actively involved researching the capabilities and benefits of smart metering.  Again it is crucial that any smart metering undertaken across the nation should be standards based and interoperable across an “open” network allowing both scale and flexibility.  In our view, smart metering may be the “killer” digital economy application that could be the low-volume mission-critical foundation service of any national service. It is certainly worth far greater attention across the key departments and agencies of communications, digital economy, energy and sustainability.

Another example of key potential services that could impact the environment is the virtual-office. The virtual-office is dependent upon a high-speed cost-effective broadband and digital economy services and could reduce the necessity for high cost offices and transportation networks to support them. This in turn would free up capital and reduce carbon emissions.
In our view tele-working or the virtual-office is very valuable whereas video conferencing is an expensive nicety that absorbs significant bandwidth with limited commercial return. Voice and data are the two most valuable forms of human communication for any inter-personal collaboration. Video is a “nice-to-have” but comes at a high cost. We would recommend greater focus on reducing cost of telephony and data as opposed to interactive video.  This argument goes back to price of services as discussed elsewhere in this paper.
Today, Government is probably one of the slower sectors to adopt tele-working.  In our view tele-working has the potential to drive up productivity, improve workplace satisfaction and reduce greenhouse emissions.  However, for tele-working impact these critical areas we need to consider be able to provide low-cost high-speed broadband tele-working services including integrated voice, data and optionally video-conferencing as well as workplace cultural reform.
2.6. measuring the digital economy and its impacts
It would seem that the scope and scale of ABS data sources is both limited in scope and unlimited in scale. To the best of our knowledge we do not currently believe that current calibration methods are adequate. How does a household define its use of IT.? One persons view will be very different to another, likewise with business, farming or the internet.
In our view the key measure of digital economy is usage models/profiles and digital economy services such as e-learning, e-health etc and their sub-categories.  We would recommend that a definitive range of usage model/profile categories be defined by age, gender, location, income etc. Likewise we would recommend that a definitive range of digital economy service categories and sub-categories be defined. To track growth and penetration of digital economy services across the economy we suggest that census data would endeavour to track the adoption and success of a broad range of digital economy services over time.
A number of leading global technology companies, notably Intel, have undertaken major research programs to better understand how different genders, ages and social groupings prefer to interact with computing devices and the internet. Dr Genevieve Bell, an Australian residing in USA is driving this research. Dr Bell is an Intel Fellow and is currently “Thinker-In-Residence” at The University of Adelaide. She will be visiting Canberra 25-26 February and may be prepared to share some of her research under non-disclosure.
3. Other Issues
We propose that there are a number of ancillary issues that should also be considered as the shape and scope of the nation’s crucial digital economy evolves.
From our perspective the issues that are relevant to the logical layers of the digital economy are very closely tied to the physical layers of the national broadband network. One is valueless without the other. Accordingly we take this opportunity to raise a number of physical layer issues that we also consider relevant to this consultation.

3.1. Pricing

In our experience neither the consumer nor business really cares what type of technology is utilised to deliver the digital economy services they require, whether this be analogue-digital TV or copper-fibre-cable broadband. The most sensitive issue is the price of these services. If the price is too high, despite the technology being excellent, then the consumer will simply not subscribe. In Australia, a fine example of this is the early attempts to provide broadband services through ISDN. These services were priced by the supplier at such a high point that the subscriber did not sign-on. We fear that a similar issue will occur with NBN if there is an undue focus on the technology and not adequate focus on both wholesale and retail price points.

It is now generally agreed that the cost of building a FTTC/FTTN network covering 98% of the population will be significant. Given that unlike many other nations which are viewed as broadband benchmarks, Australia’s broadband consumers are seeking significant amounts of their content from off-shore, predominantly USA and Europe. This effectively, despite local high-speed broadband speeds, can throttle the effective throughput of the network unless appropriate international bandwidth is available.

We suggest that the NBN should also consider the implications of (and perhaps investment in) adequate and competitive international links or the value of the local infrastructure investment may be diminished.
Congruent to the national vs. international traffic issue, broadband programs that cap downloads/uploads and shape traffic speeds downwards can undermine the NBN asset. We have high-speed xDSL and/or cable access in Australia today in many locations. The fact that, according to the subscriber data plan, these can be re-shaped to 64kb/sec, effectively dial-up modem speed, then the value of the service to the consumer is severely hindered.

We also recommend that capped broadband plans should also be considered as a component of the overall NBN model. We are not advocating any particular cap plan at this time, we suggest that more analysis is required, but it is worthy of note that some economies not dissimilar to Australia’s do not have download/upload caps.

Without equitable and sustainable retail broadband pricing then any endeavour to build an effective digital economy is destined to failure.
3.2. Utility Broadband Model
Many other industries around the world that were traditionally “natural monopolies”, because of the high cost of infrastructure have been regulated to provide central wholesale services and highly competitive retail services. These industries include: electricity, gas, water, train, bus and even air travel.

We suggest that broadband should be considered in a similar regulatory framework and, as with these industries, both price and performance guarantees be agreed as part of the contract.
3.3. Service Providers

Operators have traditionally built and operated networks based on time and distance telephone whether fixed or mobile. Ever increasingly data networks, fixed and mobile, allow services to be offered that are independent of time and distance, services such as Skype, Google, eBay etc. As is evident in the equities markets, the valuations of these companies are far higher than that of traditional operators for obvious reasons, many of them touched on in this submission.

We recommend that an effective NBN regulatory model will allow new indigenous “digital economy” businesses to develop and prosper on the global stage, whether it is broad-based digital services such as content portals or industry specific digital services such as education or healthcare. These next-generation service providers focus on content delivery and are effectively facilities independent. It is these innovative young companies that will drive economic growth in to the future if a cost effective NBN can be provided.
Likewise, State and regional governments are investigating methods by which they can enhance their economic and community advantage through developing effective access networks and services in conjunction with local xSP’s and local government and communities. There are numerous innovative models around the world where effectively community broadband has proven to be a significant advantage to communities particularly those in more remote locations.

3.4. Technology & Innovation
Gordon Moore’s Law has demonstrated that computing price/performance, which has effectively doubled every 12-18 months for the last twenty years, can continue and even increase over the next twenty years. The big winner in this continuous innovation is ultimately the consumer. The communications industry in the past has not had the competitive pressures that have been apparent in the computer industry and without these competitive pressures innovation is not required. Hence the communications industry has been dominated by a limited number of local operators and international equipment providers that enjoy a mutually rewarding symbiotic relationship. In more recent times industry deregulation and progressive regulators have seen the emergence of a range of new equipment providers that closely adhere to industry standards and are more like computer industry players than traditional telecommunications players have ever been. This can only be good for the consumer too.

Accordingly, we suggest that the underlying physical network framework for any digital economy should be “standards-based”, “technology-agnostic” and “network-neutral”. By adopting this approach, any ultimate network operator can invest in the technologies from vendors that are most appropriate to deliver a service that is cost and performance effective.
At this time optic fibre is clearly the most effective technology for fixed “core” networking. However, there is a case to argue that the dynamics of core networks and both static and mobile access networks are very different and should be considered separately. There is evidence to suggest that although FTTH/FTTP should be the ultimate goal for fixed broadband access it will not be economically sustainable across large tracts of Australia and that alternative access network technologies should be considered.

We recommend that there should be a clear regulatory line drawn between wholesale core network and retail access networks. We recommend that there should be open competition at retail access network services and that, wherever possible, open and consistent wholesale pricing should be available to any parties that may elect to build access networks and provide services over these networks.

We are seeing a trend towards an ever increasing demand for “personal mobile broadband” where an individual subscriber can configure their broadband service to their own particular needs based on their personal requirements and device preferences.

It is in the interest of incumbent operators to separate their fixed broadband services from their mobile broadband services to ensure maximum revenue opportunity.

Much of the innovation in communications is resulting in highly mobile data services that complement existing mobile voice services.

Should an innovative approach be adopted with regard to the core vs. access network debate then it would be possible to offer both the consumer and business an optimal common national broadband network that offers both fixed and mobile broadband services across a common infrastructure utilising the same consumer devices, whether in the home/office or the street/campus.

This also raises the issue of spectrum allocation/regulation and the digital dividend that may be appropriate to this debate.

The broadband and the broadcast industries have evolved from very different business models. The FTA broadcast model effectively operates a national broadcast network and delivers rich content to the consumer for free based on advertising. The broadband model is traditionally based on telephone operators who could charge for telephony service over time and distance. This has been very profitable over the years. As “convergence” accelerates we suggest that these two models could converge also. Many experts would suggest that digital broadcast networks are the most cost effective technology for the distribution of rich content on a one-to-many basis while digital broadband networks are most effective for packet-based interactive communication on a one-to-one basis.

We suggest again the core vs. access network is highly valid in both these cases and should be considered accordingly.
3.5. World Best Practice

Many economies that can be likened to Australia are adopting a mixture of regulatory approaches to their digital economy imperatives. It is interesting to note that every one of these draws a tight link between the nature of the physical infrastructure (the core and access networks) and that of the logical infrastructure (the digital economy services).
We strongly recommend that a similar approach be adopted as a key component of this consultation.
4. Conclusion
In this submission, we have endeavoured to provide a list of issues that we believe are highly pertinent to the national interests.

We applaud the opportunity for interested stakeholders to respond to this consultation paper and would welcome the opportunity to discuss any of the points raised in this submission should it be appropriate.
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� In this context a Service Developer (SD) is a party who designs, develops and may operate a digital economy service. These services may cover many sectors including: news; entertainment; gaming; animation; financial transactions; education; healthcare; e-government; and many more.


� In this context a Service Provider (SP), who may also be a Service Developer (SD), is a party who operates a single or a number of digital economy services. They may be a network operator, a data centre operator, a managed service operator, or a content specialist operator.
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